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ABSTRACT 



A method of conducting an on-line auction that permits 
individual bidden to pool bids during a bidding session. The 
auction is conducted over a computer network &at includes 
a central computer, a number of remote computers, and 
communication lines connecting the remote computers to 
the central computer A number of bidding groups are 
registered in the central con^uter, each bidding group 
having a total bid for the item being auctioned. Bids entered 
&om the remote computers are received in the central 
con4>uter, each hid including a bid amount and a bid 
designatioa. Each bid amount is contributed to the total bid 
of the bidding group indicated by the bid designation. The 
bidding group having the largest total bid at the end of the 
bidding session wins the item being auctioned. 

20 Claims, 7 Drawmg Sheets 
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1 

METHOD OF CONDUCTING AN ON-LINE 
AUCTION WITH BID POOLING 

BACKGROUND 

1. Reld of the Invention 

The p'esent inventioo relates to the field of conducting 
on-line auctions using a computer netwoxiL and in particular 
to a method of conducting an on-line auction that allows 
individual bidders to pool their bids in real-time during a 
bidding session. 

2. Description of the Prior Ait 

Auctions provide a popular and exciting marketplace for 
the buying and selling of property. In particular, auctions are 
often used to sell highly valued pr<^>erty such as fine art 
collectibles, real estate, and luxury items. Traditionally, 
participation in these high stakes auctions has been exclu- 
sively reserved f<x^ the extremely wealthy. Many ordinary 
individuab who would like to participate in the excitement 
of a high stakes auction are denied access for two reasons. 

The first reason is that individual bidders are usually 
required to attend an auction in person to place a bid on an 
item for sale. This requirement limits partic^ation in the 
auction to those pcof^e who live near the auction site or 
those people who can afford the time and expense to travel 
to the auction site. The second reason is that bidders are 
required to have suMcient funds to pay for a sale item should 
they place the winning bid. Because very few people can 
afford the {vice of a piece of fine ait, bidding is limited to 
extremely wealthy individuals or to arganizations who have 
raised sufQcient funds to pay for a winning bid before the 
bidding session has begun. Both of these restrictions must be 
overcome before paitic^>ation in high stakes auctions can 
become more widespread. 

Many atten4>ts have been made to solve the first problem, 
gaining bid access to an auction without having to be 
jAysically present at an aucdon site. Fa- example, VS. Pat 
Na 4789,928 issued to Fujisaki on Dec. 6, 1988 describes 
an auction information processing system which enables 
individuals spread over a wide area to participate in an 
on-line auction. The system includes a host computer con- 
nected via communicaticHi lines to many remote tcminals of 
individual bidders. The individual bidders enter bids from 
their remote terminals and die current highest bid and 
eventual winning bid are displayed in real-time on the 
remote terminals. 

While this system has the advantage of allowing a large 
number of inc^vidual bidders to participate in an on-line 
auction, it has the disadvantage of not allowing individuals 
to pool their bids during a bidding session. To win an 
auction, each bidder must personally have sufficient funds to 
cover a winning bid. Thus, althou^ this system solves the 
first problem restricting auction participation, it still limits 
panicipation to those individuals who can personally afford 
die entire purchase price of the item for sale. 

Another computerized bidding system is disclosed in U.S. 
Pat No. 4,903201 issued to Wagner on Feb. 20. 1990. 
Wagner describes an automated futures trading exchange 
wherein bids to purchase or c^ers to sell a particular 
conmiodity contract are made by exchange members 
through remote terminals connected to an exchange com- 
puter. The exchange computer matches offer prices and bid 
prices to complete trading transactions. This system 
described by Wagner suffers from the same disadvantage of 
not allowing bidders to pool their bids to txjy an item for 
sale. Additionally, bidders are limited to exchange members, 
so that the ordinary public is excluded from participating. 
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Another system for conducting a competitive bidding 
procedure is disclosed in U.S. Pat. No. 5,243,515 issued to 
Lee on Sep. 7, 1993. Lee describes a secure teleprocessing 
bidding system for enabling construction subcontractors to 

5 submit bids to a general contractor for a particular construe- 
tion job. Subcontractors use an ordinary telephone to dial 
into a central bidding computer and enter their bids. At the 
close of the bidding session, the central conqxiter prints a 
sununary rep<Ht of all bids received, and the sunamary rqwrt 

10 is mailed os faxed to all participating bidders. As in the 
jN-evious bidding systems, this system has no mechanism for 
allowing bidders to pool their bids. Additionally this system 
suffers from the added disadvantage of not displaying bid 
information in real-time for bidders to read during a bidding 

13 session. 

Another teleprocessing system used by QVC Incwpo- 
rated is described in an article entitled "Fashion 
Re-Evaluates Flickering Fortunes of TV Honoe Shopping". 
WWD, Nov. 8, 1995 V170 N87. Shoppers caU from dieir 

^ home phones to order items advertised on their television 
screens. As the orders arc received, QVC tallies how many 
people have bought each particular sale item. They then 
display die tally for each item on the viewers, television 
screens in real-time. This interactive television method of 

^ buying an item provides easy remote access to a sale and 
real-time feedback to buyers. While this method does allow 
wide audience participation, buyers are not permitted to pool 
their money to buy an item, so that the sale is limited to 
relatively low cost items. 

^ Another use <rf television to sell items is described in an 
article entitled "Auctions Become High Tech**, Dealer 
Business. Mar. 1995 V29 N7. The article describes an 
auction system in which an auction company sends a signal 
via satellite to the televisions of individual car dealers. The 
dealers view the car fOT sale on their televisions and bid on 
the car using a telephone or a renM)te terminal Like the 
previous or^line auction systems, tiiis system offers no 
medianism for dealers to pool dieir bids. Individual bidders 
must still cover the entire cost of items purchased 

In addition to the on-line auctions mentioned above, 
several on-line auctions are now being conducted over the 
Internet. One such auction is described in an article entiticd 
"Cathay Pacific Airways-USA to Hold First Ever Internet 

^3 CybcrAuction'' Business Wire. Sep. 26, 1995 p9261084. 
The article states that Cathay Pacific is auctioning off fifty 
business dass scats from Los Angeles to Hong Kong. 
Registered bidders submit concealed bids by electronic mail 
ovCT a two week bidding session. The fifty hi^est bidders 
at the dose of the Wdding session receive an electrooic mail 
message instructing them on how to purchase tickets. This 
auction system suffers from the same disadvantages of not 
allowing bid pooling during the bidding session and not 
displaying bid information to bidders in real-time. 

55 Similarly, Save the Earth Foundation has an Artrock 
Auction that is described at their worid-wide web site 
httpy/www.commerce.conVsave_earth. To participate in the 
auction, bidders register and submit bids for auction items 
through the Imemet. Bidders arc notified by electronic mail 

60 when a bid higgler than their own is placed on an itenL The 
winning bidder is also contacted by electronic mail at the 
dose of the bidding session. As in the Cathay Pacific 
auction, the Artrock Auction has no mechanism to allow bid 
pooling or to display bid infonnation in real-time. 

65 Auction Web also has on-line auctions, as described at 
their world-wide web site httpi/Avww.ebay.com. In this 
auction system, bidders also register and submit bids 
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tfirough the Internet Hems fox sale are graphically displayed In the piefened embodiment, the bidding groups and the 

on the bidders' screens, in addition to the bid infonnation fcff total bids are also displayed on the remote computers. Also 

each item- Bid iofonnation is updated hourly throughout in the preferred embodiment the total bids are updated in 

each two week bidding session. Unfortunately, like the real-time after each hid amount is added to one of the total 

previously mentioned on-line auctions. Auction Web's auc- 5 bids. The next step in the method is declaring a winning 

lion has no mechanism for allowing individual bidders to group, the winning group being the one bidding group 

pool their bids for a particular item during the bidding having the largest total bid at the end of the bidding session, 

session. In a particularly advantageous embodiment. Ae method 

Similarly. Christie's International describes "Results of also includes the step of creating a bidder account for each 

die World's First On-line Auction" at their world-wide web *o bidder in an account creation computer networked to the 

site ht^y/www.christies.com. In Christie's auction, bidders central computer. Each bidder account includes a bidder 

register and submit bids in the same manner as the Auction name, a bidder idcntificatioD number, and a financial account 

Web auction. Christie's on-line auction also suffers from the number, such as a bidder's tredit card or savings account 

same disadvantage as the Auction Web auction in that it has nuraba. In this embodiment each bid received in the central 

no mechanism to allow Wd pooling by individual bidders computa also includes the bidder nanke and bidder identi- 

during a bidding session. ftcation number of the person contributing (he bid. At the 

Thus, no existing on-line auction enables individual bid- close of a bidding session, each bid contributed to ^e total 

dcrs to pool their bids duriM a bidding session. All of the bidof the winning group is matdied by bidtoidentificaUon 

current on-line auctions require each bidder to have suffi- to a corrcspoDding bidder account Tlie coirespond- 

dcnt funds to cover a winning bid, severely restricting the ^ i«g bldd^ account is then .^"8*^^^^*=^ ^'^^^^ 

number of people who can participate in a high stakes contributed, facihtatmg collection of the total bad of the 

auction. AdditionaUy, not all of the on-line auctions enable winning group. 

bidders to view bid information in real-time, further limiting i^pcrRnmnNT of THF nRAWTNGS 

die excitement of tfie auction for those few who can afford ^ DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

to participate. FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating the configuration of 

the computer network according to the method of the 

OBJECTS AND ADVANTAGES OF THE InvendonT 

'^^^^^^^^ FIG. 2 is a block diagram iUustrating the creation of a 

Accordingly, it is an object of the pffesent invention to 30 bidder account according to the method <rf the invention, 
provide a method of conducting an on-line auction that FIG. 3 is a sanq>le account creation form appearing on die 
permits individual bidders to pool their bids for a desired screen of the remote computer in FIG. 2. 
item. It is another object of the invention to grcatiy increase pjQ ^-^^ san^le confirmation message appearing on die 
die number of partic^ants in the auction by permitting ^^^^^ remote oon^Hiter in FIG, 2. 

individual bidders to contiibute bids of any ^ *f tot^ ^5 5 ^ ^ illustrating the processing of a 

bid of their selected bidding gn>up. It is a forthcr object of ^^^^^^ 
the invention to display updated bid information in real-tune uiu *u^«uunj ui 

for bidders to view from their remote computers. ^^O. 6 is a sample hid entiy fonn appearing on the saeen 

TTieseandodiexobjectsandadvantageswillbecomemore ^^^^T.^^ .k. ma f« 

apparent after consideration of the ensuing description and 40 HG. 7 is a flow chart illustrating tiie ovcraU flow of an 
Seaccoinpanying drawings. auction according to the method of the invention. 

FIG. 8 is a flow chart illustrating the creation of a bidder 
SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION account (step 120 in HG. 7). 

THeinventionpresentsamcthodof conducting anon-line f f ^f? ^"^^^^ the flow of a bidding 

auction that permits bid pooling during a bidding session of ««s"^n (step 13Q in RG. 7). 

the auction. The auction is conducted over a conqnitcr FIG. 10 is a flow chart illustrating the processing of a 
network that indudcs a central conqniter, a number of winning group (stq> 140 in FIG. 7>. 
remote oonqmters. and communication lines connecting the nR<2rRiRnoisr 

remote con^wtcrs to the central counter. In the preferred ^ utauKiriiuiN 
embodiment the ccntiral coaster is a world-wide web jhe inferred emtx>diment of the invention is illustrated 
server and the communication lines are Internet lines thai piGS. 1-10. Referring to FIG. I, a con^tcr network 10 
connect bidders at their remote computers to the world-wide includes a central computer 1$ of an on-line auction com- 
web server. pany 12. Central computo- 18 is connected to a database 

The method includes the step of registering a number of 35 server 16 serving a bidder database 14, such that database 14 
bidding groups in the central computer. Bidding groups can is accessible to central computer 18. Central con^tcr 18 is 
be associations, institutions, museums, or groups formed further networked to a router 20 and a modem Ml f<x- 
puiely fix the purpose of bidding together in order to connecting central conqniter 18 to communication Uncs 24. 
distiibute items by lottery. Each bidding group has a total bid In the preferred embodimoit, central conqxiter 18 is a 

for the item being auctioned. After staring a bidding ^ world-wide wd> server machine and communication lines 
session, bids entered from die remote computers are 24 are Internet lines. 

received in the central conq>uter. Each of the bids includes Netw<Hk 10 further indudes an account creation computer 
a bid amount and a bid designation. The bid designation 28of an account company 26. Account coii^>any 26 is of die 
indicates a chosen group comprising the one bidding group type that provides Internet users with a secure account fo€ 

for which the bid is intended. 65 pofonning offline commerce, ^ch as First Virtual Hold- 
As a bid is received in the ccnti^al conqxitcr, die bid ings Incorporated located at 11975 El Camino Real, Suite 
amount is contributed to the total bid of the diosen group. 300, San Diego, Calif. Account creation computa 28 has a 
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modem M2 fof connecting account aeatlon computer 28 to advising bidder 38 to confirm the new account information 

communications lines 24. with account cojx4>any 26. 

Networic 10 also includes three rejuote computers 30 each Referring again to FIG. 2, account creation computer 28 

having a modem M3 for connecting remote computers 30 to has storage capability for storing a bidder account 46 that 
communication lines 24. For sinqiUdcy. only three remote ^ includes bidder name 44. tinancial account number 46, and 

computers 30 arc illustrated in RG. 1. It is obvious that any bidder identification number 59. Additionally, mail server 

number of remote computers can be connected to commu- £2 is enable of generating a bidder registration message 36 

nication lines 24. Fuithcr, the preferred embodiment utilizes upon receipt of account confirmation from remote computer 

modems to connect central con^ter 18. account creation 30. Registration message 36 includes bidder name 44 and 

computa 28. and remote con^utcrs 30 to communication bidder identification number 50. Central computer 18 has an 

lines 24. It is obvious to those skilled in the art that many electronic niail server El for receiving registration message 

other methods of connection arc possible, such as an ether- 36 from mail server E2. Mail server El is linked to bidder 

net connection. database 14 such that a registration record 42 is created in 

Each remote cora^tcr 30 has an latcmrt browser 29 for bidder database 14 upon receqjt of registration message 36. 

di^laying web content in the form of Hyper Text Markup Registration record 42 includes bidder name 44 and bidder 

Language (HTML). A suitable Internet browser is Netsc^ identification number 50. 

2.0 available from Netscape Corporation located at 501 East FIG. 5 illustrates the main components of central oom- 

Middlefield Road. Mountain View, Calif. Browser 29 allows putcr 18. bidder database 14. and remote computer 30 used 

remote computers 30 to access and display the content of an to submit and record bids In the on-line auction. On-line 
on-line auction HTML template 22 residing on central ^ auction HTML template 22 residing on central computer 18 

computer 18. HTML template 22 contains the main world- contains a bid entry form 76. Bid entry form 76 is displayed 

wide web pages displayed to on-line auction users on remote on the screen of remote con^uter 30 when bidder 38 

computers 30. Similarly, account aeation computer 28 has accesses IfFML template 22 through communication lines 

an on-line account HTML template 27 accessible from 24. 

remote computers 30. In a particularly advantageous FIG. 6 illustrates the details of bid entry form 76. Form 76 

embodiment, ten^lates 22 and 27 are Secure HTML includes a block 70 showing a graphical picture 72 and a 

templates, and Internet browser 29 is a Secure HTML description 74 of a current item being auctioned. Bid entry 

oon^itiant browser. Using Secure HTML ensures confiden- fonn 76 also lists three bidding groups 66 each having a total 
tiality for the account and bid transactions that will be ^ bid 68. For simplicity, only three bidding groups 66 are 

described below. shown in FIG. 6. E is obvious that more ttim three bidding 

FIG. 2 illustrates in detail the components of central groups 66 could be included in the on-line auction. Form 76 

con^utcr 18, account creation con^ter 28. and remote further includes four fields 57 corcsponding to bidder name 

con^)Uter 30 used in the creation of a bidder account 40 and 44. bidder identification number 50. bid amount 62. and bid 

a registration record 42. A bidder 38 at remote computer 30 designation 64. Located near fields 57 is an enter bid button 

accesses on-line account HTML tenq>late 27 residing on 78 and a create account button 80. Enter bid button 78 is for 

account aeation conqnitcr 28. Template 27 contains an bidder 38 to press to submit bid entry form 76 to central 

account creation fonn 32 which is displayed to bidder 38 on computer 18. Create account button 80 is for bidder 38 Co 

the screen erf remote con^uter 30. press to connect remote computer 30 to on-line account 

no. 3 shows account creation fOTn32 in drtaiL Account 40 ™^ template Tf residing on account creation computer 

creation form 32 has three fields 54 corresponding to a ^* 

bidder name 44, a financial account number 46, and a Referring again to FIG. 5. central con^xiter 18 is linked 

financial account type 48. In the prefared embodiment, to bidder database 14 such that central coir^utcr 18 can 

financial account number 46 is a credit card number corre- query registration records 42 stored in bidder database 14. 
spondingto a credit card account of bidder 38. In alternative 45 TTiis ensures that when central computer 18 receives bid 

embodiments, financial account number 46 is the number of cntty form 76. central computer 18 can verify that bidder 

a checking account, savings account, or any other account in name 44 and tndder identification number 50 match an 

which bidder 38 has available cash or credit Account existing rcgistcation record 42 in database 14. Central com- 

aeation form 32 also contains a note 56 advising bidder 38 putcr 18 and bidder database 14 are further linked such that 
that a bidder identification number 50 will be assigned in a 50 central computer 18 can store a bid record 60 in database 14. 

new account confirmation message 34. as will be described Bid rec<»:d 60 includes bidder name 44, bidder identification 

below. Additionally, form 32 contains a button 52 for bidder number 50, bid amount 62. and bid designation 64. 

38 to press to send fonn 32 to account creation computer 28 The operation of the preferred embodiment is illustrated 

after bidder 38 completes form 32. in FIGS. 7-10. FIG. 7 is a flow chart illustrating the overall 
Referring again to FIG. 2, account creation computer 28 55 fiow of the on-line auction method t>eginning at step 100, the 

has an electronic mail server E2 for sending new account on-line auction start To start the auction, on-line auction 

confirmation message 34 to bidder 38 at remote computer conqiany 12 receives graphical picture 72 and description 74 

30. Remote computer 30 has an electronic mail dicnt E3 for of cmrent item being auctioned, as well as the names of 

receiving and confirming new account confirmation mes- bidding groups 66 wishing to participate in the auction, 
sage 34. FIG. 4 illustrates in detafl the appearance of new 60 Next in step 110, on-line auction oon^any 12 registers 

account confirmation message 34 on the screen of remote bidding groups 66 in central computer 18. To register 

computer 30. Message 34 includes four fields 55 coire- bidding groups 66, on-line auction company 12 inserts the 

sponding to bidder name 44, financial account number 46. ^^^'^ bidding group 66 into bid entry form 76 of 

financial account type 48, and bidder identification number HTML template 22. 

50. Bidder identification numb^ 50 is generated by account 65 On-line auction con^any 12 also inserts into bid entry 

creation con^ter 28 upon receipt of a valid account ae- form 76 graphical picture 72 and description 74 of the 

atioQ form 32. Message 34 further contains a note 58 current item being auctioned. Next bidders 38 connect their 
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remote computers 30 to central computer 18 through com- bidder account 40. After Dotifying-bidder 38, central com- 

municaUoD lines 24 to access bid entry fom 76. When puter 18 proceeds to step 137. which wiU be described 

bidders 38 access bid entry form 76. graphical picture 72, below. 

description 74, bidding groups 66. and total bids 68 are If ^e answer is YES. central computer 18 proceeds to step 

displayed on thdr remote computers 30, as shown in FIG. 6. 5 133, recording bid record 60 in bidder database 14. Bid 

Next, each bidder 38 creates their own bidder account 40 record 60 includes bidder name 44, bidder identification 

in account creation computer 28. The creation Gi bidder number 50. bid amount 62, and bid designation 64, as shown 

account 40 is generally indicated as step 120 in FIG. 7 and in HG. 5. Next central computer 18 contributes bid amount 

detailed in steps 120-127 in HG. 8. To start the creation of 62 to total bid 68 of the chosen group indicated by bid 

bidder account 40, step 12t in FIG. 8, bidder 38 presses 10 designation 64. step 135. After contributing bid amount 62, 

create account button 80 of bid entry form 76. Pressing central computer 18 updates total bids 68 in real-time, step 

aeate account button 80 causes Internet browser 29 to 136. Changes in total bids 68 are dynamically displayed to 

connect remote computer 30 to account creation form 32 bidders 38 by sending commands from HTML template 22 

contained in HTML template 27. Bidder 38 fills in three to Internet ta)wser 29. The commands cause browser 29 to 

fields 54 of account creation form 32 with their bidder name ^5 update itself so that bidders 38 may view the updated total 

44. financial account number 46, and financial account type bids 68 after each bid amount 62 is contributed. Specific 

48. as shown in FIG. 3. Bidda 38 then i»rsses button 52 to techniques of updating browser 29 in this manner arc well 

send the new account information to computer 28. step 121. known in the art 

Upon receiving the new account information, account Next, central conqniter 18 d<tomines if the bidding 

company 26 verifies biddtx name 44, finandal account ^ session is conqjletcd, step 137. If the answer is NO, central 

number 46, and financial account type 48 to ensure that they confer 18 returns to stqj 131, receiving another bid entry 

correspond to a valid financial account ci bidder 38. After fc«m 76. If the answer is YES, Ac bidding session ends, step 

sucoessftii verification, account aeation ctwiqwiter 28 gen- 138. In the preferred embodiment, the bidding session runs 

erates bidder identification number 50 for bidder 38. Refer- for a pre-defined period of tinae, such as two weeks, so that 

ring to FIG. 2. account creation con^tcr 2& then generates ^ central con^>uter 18 can determine if the bidding session is 

new account confirmation message 34 on mail server E2 and completed by using a chronometer (not shown). A lime 

sends message 34 to mail client E3 of remote conqjutcr 30. poiod of two weeks is used for iUustrative purposes only. It 

Bidder 38 then receives new account confinnation message is obvious that any duration could be set for (he bidding 

34 on mail dicnt E3, step 122. Bidder 38 confirms his new session. In an alternative embodiment, the bidding session 

account information by pressing button 58 of new account ^ runs until bidding activity slows below a pre-defined 

confirmation message 34, step 123. threshold, such as receiving fewer than three bids per day. 

Upon receiving successful confirmation of die new Again this is only an sample of a pr^ed to^^^ 

account information, account aeation computer 28 stores is obvious that many odier thresholds for mmimum biddmg 

bidder account 40 for bidder 38. Account creation computer 33 activity could be set 

28 also generates bidder registration message 36 on mail The next step after completing the bidding session is 

server E2. Registration message 36 is then sent to mail processing a winning group, generally indicated as step 140 

server El of central computer 18. step 124. When central in FIG. 7 and detailed as steps 140-146 in FIG. 10. At the 

computer 18 receives message 36. central computer 18 end of Ac bidding session, on-line auction conqwmy 12 
creates legistratiwi record 42 in bidder daUbase 14, step ^ declares the one bidding group 66 having the largest total Irid 

125. Registration record 42 is then secured in bidder data- 68 flie winning group, step 141. Next, die winning group is 

base 14 from access from remote cwnputers 30, step 126. displayed on remote computers 30 for bidders 38 to view. 

Securing registration record 42 ensures confidentiality of step 142. Then, central computer 18 retrieves winning bid 

account information for bidder 38. This ends the account records frwn bidder dat^ase 14. step 143. The winning bid 
creation process, step 127, ^5 records arc those bid records 60 whose bid designation 64 

FoUowing the creation of bidder accounts 40 and regis- indicates the winning group, 

tration recoids 42, on-line auction company 12 starts the Central counter 18 then sends the winning bid reccads 

bidding session for the auction, which is generally indicated from mail server El to mail server E2 of account company 

as step 130 in RG. 7 and detailed in steps 134^138 in FIG. 26. Account company 26 uses bidder name 44 and bidder 
9. To submit bids, each bidder 38 con^letes four fields 57 50 identification number 50 of each winning hid record to 

of bid entiy form 76 with his bidder name 44, bidder match each winning bid record to a corresponding bidder 

identification number 50. bid amount 62, and bid designa- account 40, step 144. Next, fcH- each winning bid rccOTd. 

tion 64, as shown in FIG. 6, Bid amount 62 can be any size account company 26 charges bid amount 62 to financial 

desired by bidder 38. Bid designation 64 indicates a chosen account number 46 of the cOTesponding bidder account, 
group, the chosen group being the one bidding group 66 to 55 step 145. After diarging bid amount 62 for each winning bid 

which bidder 38 would like bid amount 62 to be contributed. record, account con^y 26 transfers the funds generated to 

After oonqjleting bid entry form 76, bidder 38 presses enta on-line auction company 12, ending the winning group 

bid button 78 to send the bid information to central computer processing, step 146. Upon conviction of winning group 

Ig processing, the on-line auction ends, step 150 in FIG. 7. 

Central con^xiter 18 receives Ud entry fonn 76 entered 60 SUMMARY. RAMMCAnONS, AND SCOPE 
from remote conqHJter 30, st^ 131. Central computer Is 

then queries bidder database 14 to verify that bidder name 44 Although the above description contains many 

and bidder identification nun^ SO received on bid entry specificities, these should not be construed as limiting the 

form 76 match an existing registration record 42. The query scope of the invention but merely as illustrating the prcs- 

results indicate if bidder 38 has a valid bidder account 40, 65 enlly preferred embodiment Many other embodiments of 

step 132. If the answer Is NO. central computer 18 executes the invention are possible. For example, the auction method 

step 134, notifying bidder 38 that he does not have a valid need not be used only for auctioning an item to a large 
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institution such as the New York Art Museum or Los 
Angeles Museum <A Ait. The auction method is also effec- 
tive for many other applications, such as the promotion 
diaritable causes. 

Charities often hold fiind raising auctions in which they 5 
seU valuable items which have bcca donated to the charity. 
The auction method presented increases the amount of funds 
a charity raises in these auctions for two reasons. First, it 
greatly increases the number of participants by allowing 
easy oo-Une access to the auction. Second, it increases the 
sale price by allowing ordinary individuals, in addition to 
wealthy individuals, to contribute to the total bid, expanding 
the pool of available funds. In one possible embodiment, 
con^titive bidding groups are formed, each bidding group 
representing a different diaritable cause. Each bid contrib- 
uted to a bidding group helps the respective charity, but only 
the winning group is awarded the item being auctioned. The 
winning group then holds a lottery to detcnnine which one 
of the contributing bidders gets to keep the item. 

Further, the on-line auction method described need not t>e 
conducted over the Internet using a world-wide web server 
machine. The method is just as effective using any com^Hiter 
network that allows the transmission of data between bid- 
ders at remote locations and a central processes. Similarly^ 
modems are not necessary to network die central computer, 
account creation computer, and remote computers. Many 
other methods of connection are possible, such as ethemet 
connections, or dedicated ccnmiunication lines. 

For simplicity of understanding, the drawings and 
description show only three remote con4)uters and three ^ 
bidding groups. Obviously, for a high stakes auction, many 
more bidding groups will be regista:ed and many more 
remote oon^xiters will be connected to the network. Also for 
simplicity of understanding, the steps of registering bidding 
groups and creating bidder accounts are presented before the 
step of starting a bidding session. This is for illustrative 
puiposes only, as bidding groups may be registered in the 
central con^uter after the commeocement of a bidding 
session. Bidders wishing to particq>ate in the auction but not 
wishing to bid with any of the current bidding groups may ^ 
form a new bidding group during the bidding session. 
Similarly, bidders can create bidder accounts during the 
bidding session if they desire to bid on the current item being 
auctioned. 

Hicrcfore. the scope of the invention should be ^ 
determined, not by examples given, but by the appended 
claims and their legal equivalents. 

I claim: 

1. A method of conducting an auction using a computer 
network, said computer network comprising a central ^ 
computer, a plurality of remote computers, and a plurality of 
communication lines connecting said remote computers to 
said central conq)uta, said method conqnising the following 
steps: 

a) registering a plurality of bidding groups in said centra] 
computa. each of said bidding groups having a total 
bid; 

b) receiving in said central conqjuter bids entered from 
said remote conyxitcrs, each of said bids comprising a 
bid amount and a bid designation, said bid designation ^ 
indicating a chosen groiq) con^sing one of said 
bidding groups for which said bid is intended; 

c) contributing said bid amount to said total bid of said 
chosen groi^; and 

d) declaring a winning group, said wiiming group being 65 
the one bidding groiq) having the largest total hid at the 
end of said bidding session. 



2. The mediod of claim 1. wherein said communication 
lines comprise intern^ lines, said central computer com- 
prises a world-wide web server, and said remote computers 
arc connected to said world-wide web server through said 
iotemei lines. 

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of 
displaying on said remote con^uters a gr^hical picture and 
a description of a current item being auctioned 

4. The mettiod of claim 1, further comprising the steps of 
displaying said bidding groups and said total bids on said 
remote computers and updating said total bids in real-time 
after each of said bid amounts is added to one of said bid 
totals. 

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of 
creating bidder accounts in an account creation con^xiter 
networked to said central computer, each of said bidder 
accounts comprising a bidder name, a bidder identification 
number, and a financial account number. 

6. The method of claim 5, wherein said bidder accounts 
are created by bidders from said remote computer prior to 
said bidders entering said bids. 

7. The method of claim 5. further comprising die step of 
creating registration records in a bidder database accessible 
to said central computer, each of said registration records 
con^Hising said bidder name and said bidder identification 
number. 

8. The method of claim 7, further comprising the stq> of 
securing said icgistration records in said bidder database 
from access by said remote con[q)uters. 

9. The method of claim 7, further oonpising the steps of: 

a) receiving in said central computer said bidder name and 
said bidder identification number with each of said 
bids; 

b) verifying that said bidder name and said bidder idcn- 
tificatioQ number match an existing registration record 
in said bidder database prior to adding said bid amount 
to said total bid; and ' 

c) recording a bid record in said bidder database, said bid 
record conqirising said bidder name, said bidder iden- 
tification number, said bid amount, and said bid des- 
ignation. 

1^. The method of claim 9, fiuther comprising die st^s 
of: 

a) retrieving from said bidder database winning bid 
recofds comprising said bid records whose bid desig- 
nation indicates said winning group; 

b) matching each of said winning tnd records to a corre- 
sponding biddo* account; and 

c) charging said corresponding bidder account the bid 
amount stored in said wiiming bid record. 

11. A method of bid pooling during a bidding session of 
an auction, said auction t>eiDg conducted over a computer 
network, said computer network conqirising a central 
computer, a plurality of remote computers, and a plurality of 
conomunication lines connecting said remote computers to 
said central computer, said method comprising the following 
steps: 

a) registering a plurality of bidding groups in said central 
con^to'. ead) of said bidding groups having a total 
bid; 

b) receiving in said central computer bids entered from 
said remote computers, each of said bids comprising a 
bid amount and a bid designation, said bid designation 
indicating a chosen group comprising one of said 
bidding groups for which said bid is intended; and 

c) contributing said bid amount to said total bid of said 
chosen group. 
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12. The method of claim 11. wherein said coxiumiaicatioD 
lines conqxrise internet lines, said central comjHitei com- 
prises a world-wide web server, and said remote coii4)utcn 
arc connected to said world-wide web server through said 
internet lines. ^ 

13. The method of claim 11. further comprising the step 
of displaying on said remote computers a graphical picture 
and a description of a cuirent item being auctioned. 

14. The mediod of claim 11. further comprising Ac steps 

of displaying said bidding groups and said total bids on said lO 
remote computers and updating said total bids in real-time 
after each of said bid amounts is added to one of said total 
bids. 

15. The method of claim 11. further conq)rising the steps 

of creating bidder accounts in an account creation computer is 
networked to said central computer, each of said bidder 
accounts compcisiDg a bidder name, a bidder identification 
number, and a financial account number. 

16. The method of claim 15. wherein said bidder accounts 
are created by bidders from said remote com|Niters prior to 20 
said bidders entering said bids. 

17. The method of claim 15. further comprising the step 
of acating registration records in a bidder database acces- 
sible to said central computer, each of said registration 
records conq)rising said bidder name and said bidder iden- 25 
tification number; 

18. The method of claim 17. furtha comprising the step 
of securing said registration records in said bidder database 
from access by said remote computers. 



of: 



19. The method of daim 17, further comprising the steps 

r: 

a) receiving in said central computer said bidder name and 
said bidder identification number with each of said 
bids; 

b) verifying that said bidder name and said bidder iden- 
tification number match an existing registration record 
in said bidder database prior to adding said bid amount 
to said total tud; and 

c) recording a bid record in said bidder database, said bid 
record comprising said bidder name, said bidder iden- 
tification number, said bid amount, and said bid des- 
ignation. 

20. The method of daim 19, further comprising the stq>s 

r: 

a) dedaring a winning group comprising the bidding 
group having ttic largest total bid at the end of said 
bidding session; 

b) reeving from said bidder database winning bid 
records comprising said bid rec(Hds whose bid desig- 
nation indicates said winning group; 

c) matching each of said winning bid recwds to a c<Hre- 
sponding bidder account; and 

d) charging said oofresponding bidder account the t^d 
amount stored in said winning bid record. 
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